Introduction
In recent years, critics (Lanier 2002 :3-4, Shaughnessy 2007 have argued that popular culture is a powerful force, which has created a broader audience not only for highbrow Shakespeare, but also for a multitude of lowbrow Shakespeares. In their opinion, popular culture constantly recycles Shakespeare, appropriating, readapting and reinventing his work at the crossroads of cultural studies, literature, and theatre/ cinema studies.
Given the intensification of visual culture in Western countries, coupled with the fact that the younger generation nowadays shows little interest in the classics, a new publishing house was set up: "SelfMadeHero".
Their main goal was to introduce teenagers or first-time readers of Shakespeare to the Bard's work via a medium they easily understood and enjoyed: manga (Hayley 2010:267-268) , the Japanese version of a graphic novel. Thus, drawing on the conventions of the manga genre (to be explained in the next section) and Shakespeare's language, "Manga Shakespeare" was born. Much like Shakespeare: The Animated Tales, broadcast in the early 1990s, the "Manga Shakespeare" series seeks to educate the audience into appreciating Shakespeare by presenting his work as "a cultural artifact available to all" (Holland 2007:44) .
What this paper aims to explore is how two such transmediations adapt Shakespeare's famous Romeo and Juliet in terms of sexuality and depiction of gender from two very different cultural viewpoints: British versus Japanese.
"Manga Shakespeare"
In 1996 the film Romeo + Juliet, directed by Baz Luhrmann, recorded a tremendous box office success, preserving Shakespeare's poetic language but modernizing the socio-cultural reality from 16 th century Verona to late 20 th century Verona Beach, replacing swords with firearms, and touching on other sensitive issues such as transsexuality and queerness through the character of Mercutio. This film opened the door to an influx of modern adaptations and spin-offs of Shakespeare's work, and "Manga Shakespeare" seems to have followed in its footsteps.
In the context of the intensification of visual culture and the constant increase of manga popularity outside Japan's borders, the new and innovative concept of "Manga Shakespeare" became famous in Britain and worldwide once with the 2007 launch of a new graphic novel imprint -"SelfMadeHero" (Hayley 2010:267) . Even if the main aim of these mangas was for them to be read for entertainment rather than educational purposes, "Manga Shakespeare" soon enjoyed such great popularity that they became teaching tools and were considered for inclusion in the national curricula of Malaysia (Hayley 2010:278) .
Today, Shakespeare's greatness is often attributed to the artistic value, the poeticity and sophistication of his language. As Weissbrod (2006:49-51) remarks, this is one of the reasons why many adaptations modernize the socio-cultural reality but preserve the original text, which is often abridged and reorganized. The transfer of the plots and messages to another genre and medium -such as the manga -encourages creativity and deviation, an 'updating' to our contemporary values and ideas.
Given that Shakespeare's work is meant to be seen, manga functions as a partial intersemiotic translation or, in other words, as reversed ekphrasis (Brînzeu 2005:247-248) . However, manga is not entirely visual, but contains words organized into sentences and even renderings of onomatopoeic sounds. The manga illustrator thus acts as a mediator between two different codes, transferring verbal information into visual signs, which complete each other. The manga illustrator has to perform three operations: selection, description and interpretation of information, which makes him a visible 'translator'/ conveyor of message, since the reader is biased by the illustrator's interpretation of the message. Despite being incomplete processes, argues Brînzeu (2005:253) , both ekphrasis and reversed ekphrasis shape an experimental translational strategy, generating a feeling of unexpectedness that stems from the creative combination of words and images.
Here is an overview of manga characteristics. Usually drawn in black and white, manga also brings on its own aesthetics and conventions (Johnson-Woods 2010 :5-12, Cohn 2010 , some of which are easily identifiable, particularly with regard to shōjo manga (targeted at girls): characters usually have large eyes, big perfect hair, elongated limbs and pointy chins, while male characters are highly feminized. The focus is on sensibility and emotions, which can sometimes be highly encoded; for example, a gigantic sweat drop appears on top of a character's head when s/he is embarrassed, or, when the character is angry or frustrated, s/he becomes a chibi, i.e. deformed in size, with stylized features and pointy teeth. Although the narrative flow may often be simplistic, the frames usually contain a lot of details that dwarf the character. Moreover, the number of frames varies from one page to another, providing the reader with cinematic angles ranging from long shots to close-ups, and from aerial view to high or low-angle shots, which are impossible to achieve in a theatre performance. Unlike films, the manga shows the moving object statically, with lines streaming behind it (Cohn 2010:193) , its power coming from the sequence of frames which "window the attention" to various parts of the narrative through a combination of "macros" (presenting the entire scene), "monos" (showing individuals), "micros" (focusing on details), and "polymorphic panels" (representing whole actions by showing the character at various points in the event) (Cohn 2010:197) .
A significant characteristic of manga is its treatment of sexuality. As explicit references to sexual intercourse and description of genitalia are forbidden in Japanese culture, they are touched upon by means of nonconventional visual symbols or metaphors, which appear in the background and suggest mood (Cohn 2010:192) . The most striking difference between the two mangas discussed here is that, unlike the British version, which reads from left to right, in Westernlike fashion, the Japanese one follows its own traditional script and reads backwards (for a Westerner), from right to left, i.e. from the end of the book towards the beginning. Also, whereas the British manga has numbered pages, the Japanese one does not include page numbers but divides the plot into nine sections: eight acts plus a final one. Sexuality is, therefore, a delicate issue that cannot be easily overlooked by any adaptation or transmediation. In order to explore its treatment in these two manga versions, I have chosen four key moments in the plot which contain such allusions: Romeo and Juliet's first meeting, their first kiss, the marriage ceremony and wedding night, and the outcome.
The First Encounter
In 
The First Kiss
In Romeo and Juliet (Appignanesi and Leong 2010:37), the first kiss takes place at the ball, as they are dancing, with stars surrounding them in a gentle whirlwind against a background of bubbles. The half-hug they exchange during the dance and the flush on Juliet's face suggest intense emotions and an increase in sexual tension. At the same time, the stars are a visual reference to the "star-crossed lovers" and their fate-ruled lives. On the contrary, in Romeo x Juliet (COM 2010), the protagonists experience their first kiss only in Act 5, soon after they have learnt each other's true identities and Romeo has confessed his love. The panel of micros renders the kiss from three different angles, recording the intensity of the moment, while a fourth frame focuses on Juliet's response, as she is fighting her own feelings but finally gives in to love, and tightens the embrace. In both versions, Romeo's kiss takes Juliet by surprise and her mild reluctance is soon overcome. Their kiss comes to represent the power of love and a symbolic engagement.
The Marriage and Wedding Night
Interestingly, each manga appropriates the setting of the marriage, Juliet's sacrifice to the Escalus Tree, as is the Capulet women's tradition, in order to save the island, while Romeo dies too so they can be together. Their deaths may also be read as suicides, since they choose to sacrifice themselves so that the rest of the community may survive. The final page of the story, a macro frame shows Romeo and Juliet's hands tightly joined above a field of white roses and irises and floating petals, with the lovers in the very centre of the image, heading away from the reader. The atmosphere of peace and tranquility and the happiness that exude from this picture reassure the reader that the couple will live happily ever after in a paradisiacal realm.
These illusory happy-ends, coupled with the irregularity of frame sizes and shapes, contribute to the intense emotions we experience while reading both stories. Targeted at girls in particular and in accordance with shōjo manga, as well as with Japanese cultural conventions, both Romeo and Juliet and Romeo x Juliet minimize such sensitive issues as sexuality and violence, focusing instead on emotions and valorizing love, friendship and loyalty over hatred, greed and treason. Both mangas make use of vegetal symbolism -such as cherry flowers, white irises, peonies or rosesto convey love, sexual attraction and tension. But they differ in the rendering of violence and aggression: whereas the British illustrator, fairly faithful to the original plot, minimizes the fighting scenes and uses big blood stains to foreshadow the tragedy, the Japanese artist -who loosely adapts Shakespeare's plot -includes a great deal of fighting scenes and onomatopoeia of weapons clashing, but -surprisingly enough for the number of violent scenes -there is almost no rendition of blood.
As concerns the depiction of teenage behaviour in the two mangas analyzed, the conventionally rebellious adolescent behaviour in Romeo and Juliet contrasts with both protagonists' responsibility of leadership in Romeo x Juliet. In the British version, both teenagers protest against the authority of their parents and are punished by them (e.g. Juliet for refusing to marry Paris) or the highest authority figure (e.g. Romeo's banishment by Prince Escalus). By contrast, in the Japanese manga, both Romeo and Juliet fight for their love and the abolition of tyranny. They both wish for a better and happier world of sharing and understanding, which they can only achieve through self-sacrifice. Thus, the conservative British storyline renders the young couple's love against their parents' vanity and ignorance of what is best for their children or, in other words, against an unexplored root cause of the blood-feud. On the other hand, the Japanese plot draws on the thirst for power as the principal cause of the feud, while both Romeo and Juliet, neglected or abandoned by their parents grow up to be much more responsible and less selfish, aiming not only for personal, but universal, happiness.
Conclusions
The two mangas analyzed here propose two new ways of refashioning Shakespeare's work, making it accessible to the modern young generation through a medium they can easily understand and relate to, while 
